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Abstract 
One of the principal production alternatives in the wine sector is represented by choosing between international grape species in 
view of creating products with popular tastes or instead preferring autochthonous species capable of bringing out the typicalities 
of wines and their ties with the territory. The objective of this study is to estimate, with an experimental auction, the difference of 
willingness to pay for wines with different shares of international grape varieties. The results show that consumers have a general 
belief that determines a preference for wines made from autochthonous grape varieties. In fact, the values of auction offers 
limited to information about the grape variety used have shown a willingness to pay greater for wines produced with typical 
blends than with international blends. However, the auction experiment that uses blind tasting for the wines examined in our 
study has pointed out a substantial decrease of the premium price for autochthonous grapes varieties. This result therefore 
highlights the risks of a standardisation of productions and, consequently, a decline in the connection between the wine and the 
territory. A competition on homogeneous products would inevitably lead to a selection based solely on price, with a loss in terms 
of variety and quality of the wines and, especially, with the risk of weakening important territorial systems in economic and 
historical-cultural terms. Communication strategies also aimed at cultivating wine consumption appear to be the principal 
solutions to adopt in order to limit these dangers. 
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1. Introduction 
Food products are closely tied to the territory and have strong historical and symbolic ties with the place of origin 
(Scozzafava et al., 2014) induced by interactions with the natural resources and the lifestyles of inhabitants (Casini 
et al., 2013; 2015a). The effect of origin is particularly intense in the case of wine. Exogenous trends and factors in 
food consumption, however, may relax the tie between consumers’ preferences and typicality. These trends may 
affect the economic sustainability of traditional winegrowers and jeopardise the development of typical productions. 
In response to these trends, several winegrowers have started to make wine using higher percentages of non-
typical blends. The aim is to produce wine with a more international taste and to increase the potential market. 
Given the rather rigid production specifications, the option of differentiating products by introducing international 
grape varieties could in fact prove to be one of the possible strategies to promote the winegrower’s image and to 
obtain greater consumer approval. 
The purpose of this paper is to understand whether this strategy is effective in intercepting the preferences of 
consumers. In fact, while literature has already targeted understanding the importance of typicality with respect to 
the product considered globally, scarce attention has been devoted to understanding whether this relationship also 
extends to other attributes of wine, such as blend. In other words, this study intends to understand the consumer’s 
reaction to product changes that veer towards an internationalisation of taste to the detriment of typicality. 
Moreover, increasing the knowledge about the consumer’s preferences concerning typicality and wine is not only 
relevant for wine producers, in view of growing economic sustainability (Casini et al., 2014), it is crucial in terms of 
rural development.  The development of traditional wine production can be seen as an opportunity to revive mature 
markets and promote the sustainability of the production site. Indeed, valorising the tie between traditional 
production and the territory of origin could bring potential advantages in terms of economic opportunities, 
environmental and social benefits (DEFRA, 2005; Thomé da Cruz and Menasche, 2014; Bernetti et al., 2013). 
The methodology used to estimate the preferences of consumers was experimental auctions with blind tasting of 
products. The case study involved three vinicultural products characteristic of Tuscany and certified by the 
CHIANTI CLASSICO DOCG trademark with a share of autochthonous grape species varying from 80% to 90% to 
100%. 
 
2. Consumers’ preferences about geographic indication, tastes and blends 
There is no agreement in literature about the influence of sensorial characteristics on consumers’ choices. In fact, 
when explicitly asked, in the course of interviews, about the determinants of choice, taste is cited as the principal 
factor (Thompson and Vourvachis, 1995). However, by applying an experimental auction with experts of the sector, 
Lecocq et al. (2004) conclude that the information on the label and in guidebooks influence the willingness to pay 
more than taste. The cause of the scarce influence of the sensorial aspects on prices could lie in the impossibility to 
know the taste before purchasing, or in the difficulty and subjectivity of sensorial evaluation, particularly for non-
expert consumers. 
Among the elements that influence wine choice, the indication of origin is the one that has been most studied. In 
general, the information on the bottle creates a combination of expectations as to the wine’s quality, which 
constitute the geographic indication on which specific studies exist. Origin can therefore be considered in two 
distinct manners: as an objective attribute, an attribute of study, or as an index of the region’s reputation. 
In general, the denomination of origin is one of the most important attributes in wine choice. For example, Skuras 
and Vakrou (2002) estimate that consumers are willing to pay almost twice as much for a certified product 
compared to one without certification. In Spain, Bernabéu et al. (2005), and in Italy, Lai et al. (2006) show that the 
certification of origin is the most important attribute in orienting wine choice. Martinez-Carrasco et al. (2006) and 
Mtimet and Albisu (2006) also reached the same conclusions, and stressed that whatever the type of denomination 
(PGI, PDO), it always comes first among the choice criteria of consumers. 
Grape variety is directly connected with wine taste and is therefore fundamental in choice. It can be considered as 
one of the most accessible indicators of organoleptic quality. By establishing constraints on the grape varieties that 
can be used, the specifications of a denomination of origin partially carry the same information, thus playing down 
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the weight of the variety. For this reason, grape variety can take on great importance in countries where there is no 
denomination system as in Europe. These countries have developed mainly mono-varietal wines that facilitate 
selection and the taste preference of the consumer. Studies that include grape variety as such mainly refer to the new 
markets, where the wines from new producer countries constitute a considerable slice of the offer. Here variety 
represents one of the most important attributes (Schamel, 2000; Orth and Krška, 2002; Ling and Lockshin, 2003). 
As emerged from the literature taste, typicality and consumer’s beliefs are key drivers of  wine choices. However, 
a trade-off  between these characteristics should be possible since a less level of typicality can be accepted to get a 
more pleasant taste. With our experiment we want test how ex ante consumers value different level of “typicality” 
i.e different share of autochthonous grape species. In addition, with a blind taste we want test differences emerges 
between the ex-ante expectations about typicality and product experience.  
 
 
3. Methods and experimental design 
Experimental auctions are extremely useful in studying consumer behaviours, the analysis of individual 
preferences, and purchase habits. One of the main advantages in using experimental auctions to examine the demand 
of consumers is that these methods simulate the real purchase conditions sufficiently well and encourage the 
interviewees to reveal their real choice behaviours more faithfully (Lusk and Schroeder, 2004; Alfnes and 
Rickertsen, 2003; Ding et al. 2005). 
The experiment was conducted in a computer lab and concerned a sample of 56 individuals divided into four 
sessions of 14 subjects each.  Each participant was given a coupon for a value of 30 euros. The sample was recruited 
by a market research company from a panel list. The sample is representative of Italian wine consumers in terms of 
socio demographics characteristics while the involvement of the participants in a specific features is random, i.e. 
taste and preferences for specific GI or color are casual.     
The auction mechanism chosen was the second price mechanism. The winner of the auction is the person who 
offers the highest price but the price he/she will have to pay is the second highest offer. This mechanism makes it 
possible to avoid distorted, subject behaviours, such as overbidding or underbidding (Lusk and Schroeder, 2004). 
The experiment was carried out in three rounds. In each round, three vinicultural products selected by taste 
experts so as to best represent distinct organoleptic profiles were presented. The wines selected, all of them certified 
by the CHIANTI CLASSICO DOCG trademark, fall in the same price bracket (13 euros) and differ from the 
viewpoint of production only for the different percentage of autochthonous grape varieties: one containing 100% 
autochthonous grape varieties, one 90%, and one 80%. 
The experiment unfolded in a first phase of training in which the interviewer illustrated the scenario based on a 
purchase hypothesis, and the subject was trained about the auction mechanism and best bid strategy with a training 
auction. Then the first round started.  The interviewer asked the subjects to bid for the three wines without tasting 
them. In this round, the only information provided to consumers was blend typicality (i.e. 100%, 90% or 80% of an 
autochthonous grape variety) and that all of the wines were GIs. In this phase, we split the groups into two random 
subsamples. The first subsample was informed that all three wines were CHIANTI, while the second group was 
informed that the wines were CHIANTI CLASSICO. The aim was to understand how consumers perceive the 
difference between these two GIs. 
During the second round, the subjects tasted the wines and bid. No other information than taste was provided to 
subjects. In the last round, the subjects tasted the wines that had been associated with information about blend 
typicality. In the last step, a brief questionnaire about demographic features and purchasing behaviour concluded the 
experiment. In the case the subject was the winner, he paid the winning price and received the wine. 
 
4. Results and Discussions 
Overall, considering the 3 rounds and 3 treatments, the consumers offered an average of € 3.98 per bottle. This 
average price is considerably lower than the current market prices for the products offered during the experiment, 
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which were approximately 3 times higher.  This clearly owes to the limited information set given the participants on 
the quality of the wine offered. The participants operated under conditions of uncertainty, and therefore reduced 
their willingness to pay. 
Despite this, the bids equal to zero were only a negligible percentage. Less than 10% of the respondents offered 
zero at each turn for each single treatment. The marked familiarity with the product somehow reduced the 
uncertainty and induced the participants to bid. 
The first hypothesis tested concerns the average consumer’s understanding of the quality difference between 
CHIANTI and CHIANTI CLASSICO. The average bids for the two groups were € 3.70 per bottle for the group that 
received the CHIANTI wine information, and € 4.28 per bottle for those that received the CHIANTI CLASSICO 
information. However, a t-test for the difference of the averages pointed out that the difference of about € 0.50 is not 
statistically different from zero with a p-value equal to 0.06. The small numeric consistence of the sample though, 
induces us to conclude that the difference exists but that it is very weak. 
This result points out that the average consumers do not perceive a clear difference between the two product 
typologies. In fact, if we analyse the differences in willingness to pay, narrowing the field between those that define 
themselves at least sufficiently informed in the oenological field, we can see that the difference is quite clear. In fact, 
the difference of approximately 2 euros per bottle is statistically significant at 95%. 
Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics of the bids in the three rounds concerning the three typologies of the 
wines used in the experiment. The wine with an autochthonous blend shows the highest average bids, followed by 
the wine with an international blend at 10%. The difference between the bids for the autochthonous wine and the 
wine with 20% of an international grape variety proves high (about 30%) and statistically significant with a level of 
confidence of 99%. Also considerable and significant is the difference between the two blends with international 
grape varieties. The difference in WTP between the 100% autochthonous wine and the wine with a 10% 
international grape variety was modest in absolute terms and not statistically significant. 
 
Table 1: Descriptive statistics of the bids by product typology in the three rounds 
Variables Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
International blend 10% 5.25 3.40 0 17.33 
International blend 20% 4.34 2.57 0 14.77 
100% local blend 5.54 3.48 0 20.43 
 
Figure 1 represents the dynamics of bids in the different treatments. As we can see, the information concerning 
the typicality of the blend has a very strong impact on the preferences of the consumers.  Indeed, in the first round, 
when the consumers had been given only this information, the average bid for the autochthonous product was 34% 
higher than for the other wines that instead showed no substantial difference amongst them, and are evaluated a 
priori indifferently. 
However, in the second round when the consumers were invited to bid exclusively based on taste, the picture 
changes clearly. In fact, only the bid for the wine with 20% of an international grape variety remains essentially 
unvaried, while the wine with 10% of a non-autochthonous variety sees its value increase by 27%, becoming the 
most prized wine, and the wine with a 100% local blend loses about 15% of its value. 
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Figure 1: Bids for each product in the three rounds 
 
This phenomenon indicates that typicality is an attribute that consumers prize highly and is associated to a higher 
quality (Chambers et al., 2007; Boyle, 2003; Fandos and Flavian, 2008) or to a better taste (Seyfang, 2004).  The 
evidence that this evaluation is not confirmed in the round with blind tasting implies that for wine, this association 
between typicality and quality is particularly strong. Our result indeed shows that the high value attributed to 
typicality is not tied to the organoleptic characteristics of the product, but instead to the expectations concerning 
other product attributes. 
The effect of the last round of the experiment had less influence on the values attributed to the wines after tasting. 
In fact, the values attributed during tasting are confirmed for the blended autochthonous wine and for the wine with 
20% of an international grape variety, and only the wine with 10% of a non-autochthonous grape variety sees its 
value increase. One possible interpretation of this result could be that the consumer does not feel a 10% cut of an 
international variety an important alteration of the product’s typicality and therefore, having verified the best taste, 
further increase his/her willingness to pay for that type of wine.  In the end, this product proves to be the best 
compromise for the consumer in terms of organoleptic properties and typicality. 
 
5. Conclusions 
In general, we can affirm that consumers attribute a high value to the aspects tied to typicality.  The tie with the 
territory is fundamental, and all those actions that tend to strengthen this tie can increase the value of the product as 
perceived by the consumers. This evidence, however, runs parallel to another trend that moves in the opposite 
direction, that is the emergence of “international” tastes among consumers. Wine is a complex product, and the 
characteristics of differentiation of products are numerous, as we can also note from the very strong heterogeneity of 
the offer. In this scenario, the average consumer who makes a choice, analysing and evaluating different elements 
contemporaneously, will tend to select several key elements on which to base his choice (Simon, 1957). These 
elements are the ones the consumer expects to be combined with other desirable elements, such as safety, taste, 
freshness, sustainability, etc. In the case of wine, the information on the use of autochthonous grape varieties seems 
to respond to the consumer’s search for safe and traditional products that are close to his expectations. 
The results of the study, however, show that the initial preference for wines with only autochthonous grape 
varieties, in the specific case considered, is contradicted in the post-taste evaluation. The theme of the 
competitiveness of “typical” productions is therefore posed in a context of globalisation and standardisation of 
tastes. 
A competition on “homogeneous” products would inevitably become based on prices, and would entail important 
consequences on the economic sustainability of many production areas, especially in countries with greater 
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historical ties to winegrowing. Our paper points out two elements, however, that can represent possible solutions. 
The first is represented by the greater evaluation attributed to wine with only 10% of international grape varieties. 
An evolution of the typical product to incorporate “trendier” taste elements without, however, altering its 
characteristics, opens an interesting road to further promote traditional productions, winning new market shares 
without, however, losing the distinctive characteristics with respect to other products (Casini et al. 2015b). 
Another consideration concerns the possibility of drawing the consumer towards the peculiar characteristics of 
the typical product. Efforts aimed at cultivating/communicating the distinctive characteristics of products could 
indeed contribute to developing a more expert consumer typology and support the promotion of productions. Fairs, 
farm markets, meetings, and conferences, as well as developing new communication technologies can be an 
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